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They keep their confciences ia cafes 
As fiddlers do their crowds and bafes; 
Ne’er to be ufed but when ’tis meant 


To play a fit, for argument. 
Hupisras. 


MORE difagreeable companion exifts not 

than a profefed difputant. He is as trou- 
blefome in fociety as a game cock in a farmer’s 
yard; with this difference, that the game cock 
dares to encounter all he meets, while the dif- 
putant poorly delights to triumph over the weak. 
To opprefs an affociate with fuperiority is ill 
breeding at the beft; it is moreover barbarity. 
Would thefe champions in argument be content 
to worry one another, like prize fighters, it 
would be well; but the mifchief is, that a man 
no fooner enters into their prefence, than they 
fet him at defiance, brandifh their weapons, and 
call upon him to vindicate the honor of his un- | 


deiftanding : And, after all their pretenfions to 
Cc the 


Ww 








18. | THE VIGIL: No. Ill. 


‘the queft of truth, the objec of their contefts 
differs not from that of prize fighting; the mo- 
ving paffion in all is, defire of victory. Now, as 
aman may as little with to argue, as to fight, 
with his neighbour, whofoever wifhes to avail 
himfelf of fach exercifes, fhould imitate the 
difcretion of old ScRIBLERUS, who engaged 
CRAMB, at an annual ftipend, to keep his fon 
engaged continually in the wordy warfare: He 
fhould hire a logician as he would a fencing maf- 
ter. 


I have faid that a difputant is difagreeable; 
and upon few other occafions can this word, 
with fo much fitnefs, be applicd. Of agreeable- 
nefs the precife import is conformity; now differ- 
_ ence and diffent form the very character ofa 
difputant. » Moreover, as difputants are unplea- 
fant to every body elfc, fo muft one of them ne- 
ceffarily be odious to the other; namely, that 
one who obtains the victory: So that there is 
no mean by which one difputant can recommend 
himfelf to another, but, like Buckhorfe, by fub- 
mitting to a good drubbing.* Contentious men 

have 

* Buckhorfe fold ratans in the ftreets of London; and, 


it is faid, would fuffer any man who bought one, to wear it 
out upon his fhoulders. He got cuftom at tennis courts, 


from lofing gamblers. 
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have ufually frigid hearts, totally eftranged from 
the focial {pirit, which loves congenial feeling. 








A <difputant has alfo, in general, a barren 
head, and is conftrained to hammer upon the 
fame materials for want of variety : whence the 
familiar remark, that argument promotes con- 
verfation. A fertile mind, on the contrary, is 
in fearch of interefting novelties, and fickens 
with iteration. Befides; when information is 
the real: object of difcourfe, much better can it 
be attained by difcuffing many, than by arguing 
afingle point. Independently of delay and pro- 
lixity, argument falls fhort of difcuffion inthis ,, 
‘particular; that difcuffioa employs all minds ia = 
the chafe of truth, while argument puts one 
half at fault, In fimultaneous converfation, 
truths generate each other with rapidity ; and 
eloquence rolls on with collected impetus. The ° 
animating heat which kindles in confenting 
minds, .gives energy to action; and fails not at 
leaft to elicit fparks which reflection may fan into , 
a fplendid light. Hafte, the greateft enemy to 
inveftigation, attends all private argument ; and 
we know what difficulties obftru& the paths of 
truth, even during the deliberations of a public 
affembly. Ina private circle, could a man in- - 
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vent, or recover, all he has thought, for the pur- 
pole of deciding an important point, his compa- 
nions would, perhaps, want time, certainly, would 
want patience, to liften to his talk. Extended ar- 
guments, even in public, are beft tolerated whea 
they are to be acted upon. How few are wrought 
to change in the ordinary intercourfes of man- 
kind, is a matter of notoriety : and thofewho have 
attempted to argue men out of their opinions, 
have ufually argued themfelves out of focicty, 
* Whatever profit is gained by argument in com- 
pany, good humour is very often loft. 


The fpirit of difputation is ufually charaéter- 
ized by the form of the exifting government, 
In defpotifms, the fubjeéts dare not {peak their 
thoughts on politics; and the religion of fuch 
{tates (as tue patronefS of tyranny) is ufually 
equally facred, and intangible. Argument, 
therefore, under fuch eftablifhments, is ufually 
employed upon art and {cicnce in general. In 
free governments, where every man is permitted, 
unblamed, to feck his path to heaven, in con- 
formity to the fuggeftions of his own reafon, the 
acrimony, generated by perfecution or intole- 
rance, is altogether unknown, and, confequent- 
ly, the bickerings of religion. 


In 
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In free governments, however, more efpecially 
when the exifting events bear a {trong and in- 
terefting character, and parties kind!e by colli- 
fion, all focieties, from the bu'terflies of the 
drawing room, and fages of the coffee houfe, to 
the trade{man at the oyfte: houfe, devile grand 
{chemes of legiflation, and defend, with egual 
zeal, the party. they efpoufe. To how little 
purpofe affaults are made upon the prejudices, 
paffions, and interefts of politicians, no ian re- 
quires to be informed: ‘his ipccies of difputa- 
tion being, therefore, ufleleis, befides being preg- 
nant with bitternefs and malice, deferves not, 
furely, tobeencouraged. Political difputes are 
feldom fufferable, exccpt when cither from the 
ignorance and {clf-conccit, or from the fiery zeal 
of the parties, they afflume a ridiculous appear- 
ance. A remarkable inftance of this kind once 


came within the knowledge of the author. A 


very tefty old gentleman in England, in the 
courfe of the diijpute upon the queftion of tax- 
ing the colonies, entered, with extreme vehe- 
mence, into a defence of Amcrican principles. 
He happened to weara wig; and, in the agita- 
tion of debate, he fhook it off his head. ‘This 
trivial occurrence our zealous {tatefman, in his 
concern 
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concern for America, entirely overlooked, or 
difregarded, and continued to harrangue upon 
her violated rights, with a bald pate. He threw 
himfelf, at length, however, too impetuoufly up- 
on the back of his chair, which tilted over. In 
his fall he made a fnatch at the table cloth ; and, 
the defert happening to be on the table, the con- 
teft was fuddenly concluded by a general dif- 
charge of puddings, cuftards, cheefe-cakes, jel- 
lies, and fyllabubs, upon the proftrate champion 


of America. 


As very few comic circumftances occur to 
relieve the afperities of political difquifitions, fo 


are they ftill more rarely tobe found among the 
_yeligious polemics. ‘The fury of thefe fedtaries 
is of the ferocious charatter of thofe {ceptered 
bigots, who have fo often deluged the earth 
with blood, to gratify that meck and merciful 
Jefus, whom they have fo often worfhipped as 
the lamb of God: And, a pious wrangle fhall, at 
any time, throw a private aflembly of people 
into a {tate of wordy warfare, inferior only in 
mifchief, but equal in malignity, tothe field of 
battle. So extremely tender are thofe holy coun- 
fellors of the fouls of their neighbours, that if 


they might indulge their good will, they would 
not . 
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not fail to difcipline their bodics with a hand- 
fome fcourging ; and, in their eagernefs to con- 
dué& them to heaven, they are ever in danger 
of commending them all fairly to the devil. 


But, among the wholc tribe of wranglers, no 
fpecies can be found fo replete with deadly hate 
and rancour as the conjugal difputant. ‘The 
conflicts of the reft may terminate with the hour, 
and they may meet no more; but a man and 
wife, who deteft each other in good carneft, are 
confcious that they are pitted like game cocks $ 
and that death alone can put 2 period to their 
ftrife. ‘Thefe combats are moft wearifome of 


all to by-ftanders ; others ufually bear fome re- 


lation to the interefts of the community, but 
thefe wedded ccmbatants fight for themfelves 
alone, and, whether one or the other obtain the 
victory is a matter of little confequence to every 
one befide. It is moreover to be recollected, 
that the moft rampant pair that ever outraged 
decency, and the good order of fociety, could 
never yet endure the interference of a third per- 
fon ; but have feemed determined to retain in 
their own hands the privilege of teazing one 
another. This, therefore, is an additional cir- 


cumftance to render their concerns indifferent 
to 
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to other people: And Ict us befeech them ever 
to contie their allercations to thofe {cenes of 
privacy, wherein they will do good fervice in 
filling up-very comfortably the tedious chafms 
of difcourfe. 

‘There {eems to be no character that has any 
right toexpedt indulgence for frequent cavils in 
conve: fation, but young ftudentsofthelaw. Their 
hopes of future opulence, and fame, of eafe, and 
agerandizcment, entircly depend upon their 
fill in arzument: a good natured man will 
therefore confent to endure their perfecution, 
But this toleration mult not be expe&ed to ex- 
tend beyond ihe time of their appearance at the 
bar 5 as they will then be amply provided with 
the materials of controverfy, and will moreo- 
ver have to often experienced, in courts, the *tz- 
dium certaminis that they will ever after be 
without excufe, fhould they trefpafs more upon 
the patience of their affociates. 

But the moft innocent of all contentious eha- 

acters, is your betting difputant : an honeft fel- 

low, who, inftcad of perplexing you in unravel- 
li. g the fludied intricacies of a mazy argument, 
determines the point in an inftant by propofing a 
wager. A modeft man may indeed find himfelf 
fome times hurt to find himiclf Icis wife than his 
companion by feveral hundreds; yet is it better 
to meafure purfes than {words, with any man: 
and,asthis laft refult does, not unfrequently, 
conclude the intemperance of diffenfion, there 
can be no doubt that we fhould profit by a dif- 
polition to conformity ; more efpecially, as the 
efforts of mutual candour cannot fail to aid the 
caule of truth ; to whom no greater foe cxifts 
than felfith pertinacity. 

* The fatigue of contention. 





